This paper is an attempt to analyse the needs of adult learners enrolled on an English course as part of a pioneer programme developed at University of Santiago de Compostela. I will confine myself to a description of the needs analysis carried out by means of a survey study. I aim at gaining a thorough understanding of the needs of the learners in this course so that teachers could capitalise on that knowledge when designing foreign language curricula. For this purpose, a questionnaire was prepared.
INTRODUCTION
The increase in life expectancy has prompted institutions, political parties, governments etc. to draw attention to a social group that has been neglected: the elderly. This shift in attitudes has materialised in centres making educational provision for this age group. Thus, universities have started to open the doors to this sector of the population that had been traditionally kept aloof from this level of education. At University of Santiago de Compostela this initiative is named Cuarto Ciclo Universitario and has proved to be very successful. Cuarto Ciclo Universitario is a programme at tertiary level aimed at adults above fifty-five years of age, irrespective of their previous instruction. The major general objective is "potenciar la integración social de las personas mayores en la vida económica, social y cultural, promocionando a este colectivo como una etapa de la vida positiva, digna y capaz" (Mayán Santos et al., 1998: 9) . In other words, to avoid social isolation that ageing brings about as well as helping elderly people to cope with a new period of their life. In line with this approach, the only entry requirement is the capacity to pay the fee. Instruction is given by University teaching staff on the premises. The programme spans five years, the first three are general and the other two are aimed at specialisation. There are four areas with their corresponding subjects:
Ciencias de la Salud, Ciencias Experimentales y Técnicas, Ciencias Sociales y Jurídicas and
Humanidades. It is in this latter group that English is included. For the time being, the number of hours allocated to English, and to the other subjects as well, is one per week over an academic year, which amounts to roughly thirty hours of tuition as a whole. Since teachers are responsible for laying down curricula and in view of the characteristics of the target student body, I thought that before proceeding to the design of the curriculum it would be advisable to arrive at a deep understanding of the members of the target group. At this point, it is worth establishing what is understood by curriculum. This implies bringing up the concept of syllabus as both notions tend to be mixed up. In the British tradition by syllabus is meant "the content or subject matter of an individual subject" while curriculum is concerned with "the totality of content to be taught and aims to be realised within one school or educational system". On the other hand, in the USA curriculum is often synonymous with syllabus as considered in Britain (White, 1989: 4) . Here we will stick to the British differentiation, which considers curriculum as an all-embracing activity encompassing the following elements: objectives, contents, methodology and assessment. In this paper assessment is considered to be "the set of processes by which we judge student learning" (Nunan, 1989: 118) . It must not be confused with evaluation, which entails a wider process related to curriculum on a global scale.
In this context, I set out to explore the needs typical of this age group, with the aim of devising a curriculum for the English subject tailor-made for them. This process is known as needs analysis. It is a key element of the curriculum model, as proposed by Taba and Tyler (in White, 1989: 26) . Needs analysis could be defined as a means of gathering information about learners meant to be used as a basis for planning. Nunan considers it as "a set of procedures for specifying the parameters of a course of study " (1989: 45 (1985: 189) . Needs analyses were first used in the 1970s. The Council of Europe gave it fresh impetus to such an extent that needs analysis has become the standard previous step in curriculum design. In the learner-centred approach that presently dominates the field of ELT, both learners and their needs must be known and taken into consideration when it comes to design course curriculum. Therefore, firstly those needs have to be defined and secondly, that information will be used for course design. Instruments for drawing up a profile of learners' needs have been devised, being Munby's (1998) one of the most famous. When it is the target group that expresses their needs, these are termed subjective needs, as opposed to objective needs, which are stated by teachers. Consequently, needs analysis turns out to be a preliminary procedure in order to make decisions concerning objectives, contexts, materials, methods of assessment and so on. Thus, the curriculum should be the result of the subjective needs identified by learners plus the general objective needs set by the teacher. In other words, it should derive from the negotiation between the two protagonists of the process of teaching-learning the target language. This implies teachers being ready and willing to accept or negotiate learners' preferences, which should be considered expressions of subjective needs and not attempts to challenge teachers' authority or competence (Brindley, 1989: 75) . Finally, the resulting curriculum should be flexible for subjective needs can vary along the learning process (Handt, 1983: 25) .
Questions to be asked for a needs analysis are: who will be using English? For what purpose? What topics are to be dealt with? What levels of cultural knowledge are required? What listening, speaking, reading, writing activities? Which spoken and written communicative activities and functions? What medium or combination of media is involved? Which teaching methodology is demanded? Which assessment methods for evaluating academic progress? I sought answers to such questions by means of a survey, which aimed at the definition of needs for elderly learners.
STATEMENT OF PURPOSE
Assuming that in a learner-centred framework teaching a modern language presupposes identification and analysis of needs so as to develop a negotiated curriculum, I set about carrying out this process for learners of English above fifty-five years of age in tertiary education by means of a cross-sectional study. In view of the fact that we cannot teach the same language and after the same manner to adult groups and young students, the survey attempted to address fundamental questions about objectives, contents, method, materials and assessment required by the target group. The aims were directed at providing a general account of the needs of students aged fifty-five or over and devising a course of English geared to satisfy the specific needs of a particular group of learners, that is, their subjective needs.
In my opinion, this survey might be useful for both learners, because it awakens their awareness, and for teachers, because it gives them a better grasp of their learners and can adapt the teaching accordingly.
METHOD
Subjects. Eleven students enrolled in English completed the questionnaire. Because they had a wide margin of choice in the subjects which they could take and were not constrained by parental pressure to learn English, the motivation of these learners is expected to be very high. In addition, the majority were likely to have kept aloof from the tertiary level of instruction due to the difficulties for enrolling at university when they were young; being given the opportunity to enter university is very encouraging for them, which results in a more positive attitude towards the learning experience. They are students above the age of fifty-five. Such a characteristic involves fundamental issues of learning English in relation to age. It is common belief that elderly people are ill equipped to deal with a learning situation. When they retire, they are supposed to begin automatic decrease in their mental and physical powers. Research contradicts this assumption, though. Thus, Zunzunegui carried out a study with 1,300 people above sixty-five years of age and concluded that "el avance de edad no es sólo sinónimo de pérdida de facultades, sino que puede significar recuperación o, al menos, su mantenimiento" (in Mayán Santos et al., 1998: 17) . Tamayo even goes further by holding that:
La mente no se atrofia con la edad, todo lo contrario: se hace más lúcida y perspicaz. Se atrofia al no utilizarla. La experiencia es la mejor prueba de ello: hay personas mayores, muy mayores, con una lucidez mental extraordinaria, mientras que hay jóvenes con la mente descargada. (in Mayán Santos et al., 1998: 16) Even age may become an asset as these individuals bring to the task a mature personality, many years of educational training, a developed intelligence, a determination to get what they want, fairly clear aims, and above all strong motivation to make as rapid progress as possible. (Broughton et al., 1988: 187) In addition, they have accumulated experiences they can capitalise on for learning. In any event, it is as well to remind ourselves that old age is just a chronological reference. Furthermore, no unanimous agreement has been reached on the role of age in the learning of a foreign language. In spite of the fact that several theories have been put forward findings are still inconclusive (Palacios Martínez, 1994: 60) . However, on no account should the elderly be banned from learning. Although some abilities may be more limited, learning can still take place in this stage of life. A change in learning strategies will make up for potential loss in the capacity for learning a foreign language.
Materials and Procedures. Needs analysis consists basically in collecting, processing and using the information elicited to develop a learning project. In this particular case, in order to identify students' needs more closely I drew up a questionnaire mainly based on the ones designed by Palacios Martínez (1993) . Being a fast and easy means of collecting data, it was considered the most suitable tool for this task.
The questionnaire was devised at the beginning of the course. When preparing the poll, the question arose as to whether participants would be able to express their needs precisely. I thought that students might find it difficult to articulate their needs or simply they might not be aware of them. Moreover, needs "are not fully-developed facts capable of being described in the same way as a house" (Richterich and Chancerel, 1980: 9) . It may also happen that learners had only a vague idea, if any, of what they need, that is, they might not describe their needs fairly clearly.
To facilitate the task I singled out the following structure. The questionnaire was made up of thirteen items, all closed questions except the first one. However, in the closed questions blanks were provided to invite learners to refine their answers or add any comment. The items were written in the form of behaviours, for example "I like languages". Very precise information was supplied and unfamiliar terminology was avoided as it could prove confusing to informants (see Appendix 1).
With the purpose of eliciting information about objectives, contents, materials, methods and assessment of the learning programme, the first two questions aimed at establishing the profile and background of learners; these consisted of questions about previous learning experiences in English, length of time spent in the target language and the reasons why they took the subject. The third question concerned the identification of learning goals for the course. Question four dealt with the skills learners would like to improve. Questions five to ten went fully into their preferred contents for the class. Question 11 supplied details on favourite methodology. In question 12, students were asked about the materials preferences. Finally, the last question was designed to elicit the means of assessment learners wished. In my opinion, the questionnaire asked for the necessary information to get an insight into learners' needs.
I piloted the poll with three students. Once the necessary corrections were made, I gave the questionnaire out the first day of the course during class time. Eleven students were present and were urged to answer all the items of the questionnaire as honestly as possible and individually. As an initial warm-up, they had previously been briefed about the purpose of the questionnaire and received instructions on the way of completing it. It was made clear that the poll was anonymous. They were asked to rank all the items in order from completely agree (5) to completely disagree (1) and succeeding numbers in descending order by circling the number that best represented their answer. Thus, higher scores indicated greater adherence to the assertions made in the survey.
In the following section a brief attempt will be made to sketch the results that the analysis of the data yielded. They are displayed in tables wherein the degree of endorsement of each item is listed as well as the mean, which indicates the central tendency of the distribution in terms of agreement on the five-point scale.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Once information was assembled and classified the data were analysed. As the number of them was not large, they were not processed according to statistical techniques. None but one learner added comments or specified an answer other than those already stated in the questionnaire. This can be explained on the grounds that they had little or none experience in completing questionnaires. However, they were able to express their needs, thus confirming Kennedy and Bolitho's statement that "the older a learner is, the more likely he is to have his own definite ideas on why he is learning English " (1990: 13-14) .
Firstly, we must determine the target group, that is, what kind of community are we serving? The participants are all over fifty-five years old. The questionnaire revealed that ten students had been schooled in English and only one had not previous knowledge of the language. Among those who did receive instruction in English, they reported the learning experience to have taken place many years ago (one informant said that it had been more than fifty years ago). In addition, the time of instruction had not been very long either, spanning from three months to four years. The locations where they learnt English were secondary schools, language schools and private institutions. These results show that the degree of homogeneity within the class was rather high derived from the fact that the learners of this study began with a very rusty knowledge of the English they did many years before.
Question two attempted to discover what were the reasons for the choice. This is a key consideration in defining the components of a curriculum. Ratings are broken down in Table 1 . They rated higher (in decreasing order): liking for languages, to write in English more fluently and correctly and to improve previous knowledge, reasons denoting an integrative motivation. The lowest ratings corresponded to the following items: to travel to a foreign country, not having had the chance of learning English before, to find English easy, having followed advice and not being able to choose another subject. As far as travelling is concerned, it is likely that health, family or economic resources prevent some of them from spending time abroad. None of the participants considered English an easy subject to learn, clearly due to the long-standing bad reputation of English pronunciation. The last two items are not discussed as they do not lend themselves to interpretations.
The data I sought to obtain by means of question three involved the objectives learners wished to attain. As Table 2 shows, all of them pointed out that one of the main objectives should be to acquire a working knowledge of spoken and written English. Next, they viewed the study of English as a means of filling a gap in education or as an extension of it, which is in line with answers to question one wherein most of them acknowledged to have acquired the rudiments of English. It is notable that most of them showed slight interest in getting to know deeply English or American culture. Taking into consideration that the question was directed at pointing out the major objectives, it is a sweeping assumption to state that the vast majority dismiss cultural knowledge at all; rather the most reasonable conclusion to be drawn boils down to an emphasis in learning the English language as a primary goal. One person added that one of the objectives of the course should be aimed at understanding simple and nonspecialised texts, which roughly amounts to the first one already mentioned. Table 2 Objectives It is essential to know which communicative skills (reading, writing, listening, speaking) are most relevant and important for the students. Responses to this were provided by question four. As Table 3 reveals, the four skills were given more or less equal weighting, a fact indicating that participants perceived it necessary to achieve uniformity in all of them.
Learners' answers from questions five to ten provided material to map out the contents of the course. Question five tried to elicit what type of activities learners considered best adapted to them. As revealed by Table 4 , the results show that the students surveyed rated highly the following activities: teacher's formal explanations, pronunciation exercises, listening activities by means of tapes, reading newspapers and magazines and text-translating. Low percentages of agreement for role-play and listening to songs were expected as older people are not usually fond of acting or similar activities that probably conflict with the notion they hold of learning and teaching.
Table 4 Activities
The issue of what topics they wanted the course encompassed was addressed in question six. In explaining their preferences, participants rated higher personal relationships and nature, as expressed in Table 5 . Both culture and life of English-speaking countries and work were other frequently mentioned activities considered interesting for the English class. Personal experiences, movies and television, music, sports and entertainments and ageing were among the least interesting topics. 
AN EMPIRICAL STUDY OF LEARNERS OF ENGLISH AND THEIR NEEDS
Concerning the reading tasks they would like to be able to perform, writing letters, filling forms, translating a text and drawing up texts ranked high. This choice indicates those tasks are the ones perceived as more useful and attractive. They are not very keen on writing summaries and reports as most of them are retired, thereby not considering those activities as necessary or interesting. These results corresponded to question eight and are displayed in Table 7 . Table 7 Written expression activities In question nine they were required to express what kind of input they preferred to manage to comprehend. Answers are represented in Table 8 . Table 8 Aural comprehension activities Students' responses revealed a marked interest in understanding instructions to get somewhere, warnings, television programmes and information produced by police officers, waiters, etc. Songs and films have a minor presence probably on the strength of their little practical use for this age group.
Concerning the output they would like to get to produce (question ten), none of the items was given significant priority, rather all of them were highly valued by participants. In fact, they were expected to be interested in learning as many linguistic functions as they could. Table 9 Oral expression activities As for the preferable methodology to be used in the English class, data provided by informants out of question eleven disclosed that learners favour teacher's handouts, taking notes, listening to tapes, copying from the blackboard and repetition work, as Table 10 points out. Both learning by heart and searching for information stood out for its low frequency of acceptance, particularly the second item. These are not unexpected results if the participants' age is taken into account. They probably do not rely on their mental abilities, and hence memorising would impose great strain on them, which brings us again to the trite truism that deems old age synonymous with incapacity to tackle learning, especially of a foreign language. I will not pursue this issue now since it has already been discussed before. Rejection to autonomous learning can be explained in terms of lack of time and/or resources.
Table 10 Methodology
Materials are also important elements in the curriculum in that they turn out to be "the tangible manifestation of the curriculum in action" (Nunan, 1989: 98) . The distribution of materials can be appraised in Table 11 . As can be gathered from the table, replies to question twelve indicated that learners seemed to opt for traditional learning materials such as notes produced by the teacher, specific textbooks and to a lesser extent video and tapes. They depend too much on the teacher since they rated highly materials drawn up by the teacher. A tentative explanation for this selection alludes to the fact that when they studied, the prevailing teaching method was not learnercentred so that the teacher played a major role in the classroom and the whole process turned on him/her. The use of primary or secondary school textbooks was ruled out. This fact seems to indicate that they probably have an intuitive feeling that materials suitable for young students might not be fitting for them. Computer-aided teaching was also rejected as they are not likely to know how to operate them.
Finally, question thirteen tried to elicit information about what methods of assessment learners wanted to see used. As can be gathered from Table 12 , participants preferred monitoring through the course rather than the test at the end. Oral examination received very low ratings as well. The underlying belief these data reveal is that the single examination system seems an inadequate and unfair method for judging academic performance.
Table 12 Assessment
Once data have been interpreted and appraised, the information elicited having common priority can form the basis for the curriculum. A caveat, however, may not be displaced here: the elements of the curriculum should not be considered definite as new needs might arise along the teaching-learning process. 
CONCLUSIONS
In this paper an attempt was made to identify and describe the target group's needs with the aim of reaching a useful and accurate understanding of learners. The tool singled out for obtaining information was a survey, which provided a quantity of data that were subsequently analysed. This allowed me to establish a profile of needs. It is undeniable that the study provided provisional data that should be confirmed with a larger group of informants, but all the same they might serve as a guide.
The empirical study reported showed that most students were hazy about English. Only one student started from scratch. This means that learners have a reasonably uniform level of English, which is undoubtedly an advantage.
Based on consideration of the reasons for choosing English, these individuals turn out to be highly motivated. Their motivation is, to a large extent, integrative since a liking for languages is claimed to be the main reason for studying English. Furthermore, it was intrinsic since the source of motivation aroused from themselves, not from other people. The teacher, therefore, should channel this motivation in order to obtain optimum learning.
The main objective they set for the course was to develop communicative competence in English. Moreover, from the results obtained follows that the four skills are equally significant for them. Hence, the sort of English they need is a general grounding in English with emphasis on the four skills.
The skills they need will be turned into specific activities. Among these, learners opted for an array of very diverse tasks such as reading newspapers and magazines, teacher's explanations, pronunciation exercises, listening to tapes and translating texts. Due to the variety, no pattern could be identified.
The survey revealed that the favourite topics of the group are personal relationships and nature, although they showed a moderate interest in culture and life of English-speaking countries and work. Despite the fact that the majority of students are retired, it is natural they like to talk about their jobs or previous occupations.
The tasks connected with the four skills they would like to be able to produce and understand showed participants as very pragmatic individuals who prefer to apply their knowledge to deal efficiently with problems in real life, real situations and events.
The favourite methods selected have to do with learning and teaching habits typical of outof-date approaches. The teacher should be respectful with students' learning patterns to a certain extent; in addition, elderly people require a different teaching strategy from that used with younger age groups.
The realisation that the most traditional materials stood out for their high frequency of appearance was one of the insights provided by needs analysis. This results from the type of pedagogy employed when they studied in their youth.
As far as assessment is concerned, standardised methods connected with examinations at the end of the course were greatly dismissed. Considering the widespread rejection of the traditional system, the teacher should place emphasis on formative assessment by means of continuous monitoring throughout the year in the form of assignments to be done at home or in the classroom on a regular basis.
Some results clash with a communicative approach of learning, what may derive from the traditional instruction these students received in their youth as stated above. This could be resolved by allowing for this kind of 'traditional' activities to a rather limited extent.
The survey conducted provided useful information for course planning on subjective needs and gave the teacher a deep understanding of the make-up of learners. Now a plan for the course can be designed taking into account learners' needs along with other factors such as time limitations. It stands to reason that it is not possible to meet the needs of all learners, rather a selection of the most outstanding ones will be taken. A curriculum prepared on these terms should be most attractive to pupils because presumably they would learn the skills and contents they themselves considered useful and interesting. The contents will be perceived as more relevant insofar as they have been derived from learners' preferences, what presumably will increase motivation and foster positive attitudes. Nevertheless, the curriculum is a dynamic element in that its design does not end once learners' needs have been identified; rather, it is an on-going process that may require modifications along the course. It is possible that learners' needs change while they are learning. Moreover, the curriculum should be flexible; in other words, it must let both teachers and learners freedom for adaptation, improvisation and growth. Richterich, R. and Chancerel, J. L. 1980 
